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    EDGAR ALLAN POE


    AMERICAN AUTHOR AND POET


    
      	Born in Boston, United States in 1809.


      	Died in Baltimore, United States in 1849.


      	
        Notable works:

        
          	The Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym of Nantucket (1838), Poe’s only completed novel


          	The Murders in the Rue Morgue (1841), short story


          	The Pit and the Pendulum (1842), short story


          	The Raven (1845), narrative poem

        

      

    


    Edgar Allan Poe was an American short story writer, poet, critic, novelist and editor. He is best known for his morbid tales of horror, many of which are now regarded as literary classics. Poe had a turbulent family background, moving often and losing both parents at a young age. He later married his landlady’s daughter, Virginia, when she was just 13, and her death nine years later profoundly affected his writing and his emotional state. Poe struggled financially throughout his life until his early death, possibly from tuberculosis exacerbated by the effects of alcohol. He popularised American Gothic horror with short stories such as The Pit and the Pendulum and is considered the forefather of the modern detective genre with The Murders in the Rue Morgue. His style has influenced writers such as Charles Baudelaire (French poet, 1821-1867) and Fyodor Dostoevsky (Russian author, 1821-1881).

  


  
    THE TELL-TALE HEART


    A CHILLING TALE OF MURDER AND MADNESS


    
      	Genre: short story


      	Reference edition: Poe, E.A. (1843) The Tell-Tale Heart, published in Pioneer Magazine, Boston, MA, Volume 1, Number 1, pp.29-31


      	1st edition: 1843


      	Themes: insanity, time, reality, the home, cunning

    


    This short story was written for Pioneer magazine and was well received for its creative and imaginative description of madness and death. It is a prime example of Poe’s theory that writing should be brief, (the story took up just three pages of the magazine in which it was originally published), yet should touch on as many accessible themes and ideas as possible within that limited space.


    The story follows the descent into insanity of the narrator, who has been driven mad by the eye of an old man with whom they share a house. The narrator comes to believe that they are being continually watched and spied on by the eye, and this madness drives them to commit murder. The story concludes with the narrator’s mental disintegration and an admission of guilt to police officers.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    The Tell-Tale Heart is told entirely in the first person and from the point of view of an unidentified narrator. No information is provided on when or where the story is set.


    “HOW, THEN, AM I MAD?”


    The story begins with the narrator assuring the reader of their sanity, though there is admission of having been “nervous — very, very dreadfully nervous” (p.29). This theme of madness versus sanity runs throughout the story, and Poe uses the juxtaposition of the ordinary and the strange to ensure that each time the narrator assures us of their sanity, we only become convinced of their madness. In the opening paragraph the narrator admits to suffering from an unnamed disease, but claims that this has only served to sharpen their senses, especially their sense of hearing.


    “I WAS NEVER KINDER TO THE OLD MAN THAN DURING THE WHOLE WEEK BEFORE I KILLED HIM.”


    The narrator describes a growing obsession with killing an old man with whom they share a house. We are not told anything of the relationship between the two (or even provided with the sex of the narrator) and it is admitted that there is no real reason for the murder. The narrator claims to love the old man who has never caused them any harm and notes that the motive is not financial gain. Instead, the narrator explains that the decision to murder has been prompted by the old man’s eye: “Whenever it fell upon me, my blood ran cold; and so, by degrees — very gradually — I made up my mind to take the life of the old man, and thus rid myself of the eye forever”’ (ibid.). Having decided to murder the old man, the narrator describes how, for the past seven nights, they have carefully opened the old man’s bedroom door at midnight and stealthily shone a dark lantern on the bed, hoping to illuminate the eye. But, on each occasion the eye is closed so the murder cannot be accomplished because, as the narrator explains “it was not the old man who vexed me, but his Evil Eye” (ibid.).


    “MEANTIME THE HELLISH TATTOO OF THE HEART INCREASED.”


    On the eighth night, the narrator once again approaches the old man’s room at midnight, and stealthily opens the bedroom door. This time, the old man hears something and sits up in bed, crying “Who’s there?” The narrator waits for a long time and, hearing nothing more gradually opens the lantern “until, at length, a single dim ray, like the thread of the spider, shot from out the crevice and fell full upon the vulture eye” (p.30). At the same moment, the narrator becomes aware of a sound which gradually seems to grow louder. It is the sound of the old man’s heart beating. The sound seems to the narrator to become so loud that it must waken the neighbours. Driven to distraction by the sound of the heart, the narrator bursts into the room and drags the old man from his bed. The victim is able to utter only a single shriek before the narrator places the bedding upon him and sits on it, suffocating the old man. Gradually the sound of the heart fades and then stops. The old man is dead.


    “I SMILED, — FOR WHAT HAD I TO FEAR?”


    The narrator then provides further supposed evidence of their sanity by describing in detail the care with which they disposed of the old man’s body. It is dismembered, the head, arms and legs are cut off and a tub is used to catch the blood. The body parts are hidden beneath the floorboards of the old man’s bedroom which are then replaced in such a way that no-one can tell than they have been disturbed. There then comes a knocking at the street door. Three policemen have responded to a call from a neighbour who has reported hearing a shriek. The narrator invites them into the house and, unperturbed, explains to them that the shriek was caused by a nightmare. The narrator is so confident that no trace of the crime is visible that they invite the policemen into the old man’s bedroom where the body lies concealed beneath the floorboards.


    “WAS IT POSSIBLE THEY HEARD NOT?”


    While chatting unconcernedly with the police, the narrator gradually becomes aware of a steadily increasing sound. The sound seems to grow louder and louder, yet the police do not appear to notice. The narrator becomes aware that the sound is the victim’s heart, still somehow beating beneath the floorboards. How can this be? How can the police not hear it? Are they simply pretending not to hear the sound in order to torment the narrator? Finally, driven beyond reason by the sound, the narrator stands and cries out in front of the police officers “Dissemble no more! I admit the deed! — tear up the planks! — here, here! — it is the beating of his hideous heart!” (p.31).

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    THE NARRATOR


    The unidentified and un-named narrator is the principal character in this short story. At many points in the story the narrator claims to be quite sane and illustrates this claim with examples, though most of these serve only to underscore the reality of their madness. In describing preparations for the murder, for example, the narrator notes: “You fancy me mad. Madmen know nothing. But you should have seen me. You should have seen how wisely I proceeded — with what caution — with what foresight — with what dissimulation I went to work!” (p.29). Yet the very act of planning such a senseless murder so calmly tells us that the narrator is indeed mad. While coldly describing cutting up and hiding the old man’s body the narrators tells the reader: “If, still, you think me mad, you will think so no longer when I describe the wise precautions I took for the concealment of the body” (p.30). Occasionally there is a moment that illustrates the narrator’s growing madness even more clearly, such as when they incongruously mention that “I sat upon the bed and smiled gaily” (ibid.) during the murder of the old man or note later that, when responding to the knocking of the police upon the door “I went down to open it with a light heart, — for what had I now to fear?” (p.31).


    At the start of the story, the narrator appears to be both articulate and intelligent. However, the reader is made aware from the beginning that not everything may be as it seems due to the narrator’s continuing protestations that they are not mad. We may infer from this the narrator has been accused of being mad, though they try to reassure us: surely someone who seems so aware of madness cannot themselves be insane? Once we have identified with the narrator in this way, we are carried along as it gradually becomes clear just how deep their mental deterioration really goes.


    An element which encourages us to identify with the main character and which contributes to the enduring and universal appeal of this story is that Poe tells us almost nothing about the narrator. We do not know if they are a man or a woman and we have no information about their relationship to the old man – is this a son or daughter speaking? A wife? A servant, friend or business partner? Each reader is allowed to fill in the gaps with their own notion of just who the narrator may be, making it easier to identify with this character and therefore to feel the horror of their descent into madness even more strongly.


    THE OLD MAN


    Like the narrator, Poe tells us almost nothing about the old man, not even his name. We know that he and the narrator live in a house together but we do not know anything about the old man’s appearance other than the narrator’s obsession with his “pale blue eye, with a film over it.” (p.29) Even his age is not specified – is he really elderly, or is this just another of the narrator’s delusions? It is implied that the old man has some wealth when the narrator talks of not murdering him for his gold and later when they are leading the police round the house and show them the old man’s possessions still in their proper places. Apart from this, we know virtually nothing about the victim’s life, appearance or circumstances.


    The only other characters in the story are the three police officers who arrive at the house towards the end, and we are told even less about them. They are given no lines to speak, they are not named or described at all and their horrified reactions to the narrator’s final outburst exist only in the reader’s imagination. This lack of detailed characterisation, combined with an absence of information about when or where the story is set, might lead to a lack of definition and to the reader finding it difficult to identify with the story in the hands of a less able writer. Poe’s sparse, terse writing has the opposite effect – it somehow invites the reader to provide their own information about the characters and the world they inhabit and this in turn leads to increased engagement and draws us into the growing horror of the story.
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